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WHAT IS THE LATENT PHASE OF LABOUR? 
The latent phase is the beginning of the first part of your labour. It is a period of time 
that will not necessarily be continuous and is unique to each individual woman. Some 
women will have backache and cramps or have bouts of contractions that may last a 
few hours which then stop and start up again the next day. This is perfectly normal. 
The duration of the latent phase of labour can be variable. It may last for 24hrs or 
more and can be exhausting for you. It helps if you can stay as relaxed as possible 
during this part of your labour and remain at home in comfortable surroundings as long 
as you can.  
 
WHAT IS HAPPENING DURING THE LATENT PHASE OF LABOUR? 
Your contractions will feel uncomfortable but they may not be regular. They will be 
sharp but short lasting, this is normal. They will stop and start, last for 30 – 40 seconds 
and may continue for several hours. This is normal too, in the latent phase. The neck 
of the womb (the cervix) has been long and closed during your pregnancy. These first 
contractions, along with the Braxton-Hicks contractions that you may have already 
experienced, help to soften the neck of the womb and prepare your body for active 
labour. 
 
As the contractions become closer together, longer and stronger, the neck of the 
womb will also begin to shorten and then open up. Once the cervix is 4cm dilated and 
the contractions are regular (every five minutes) and lasting for at least a minute, then 
labour has become active. 
 
WHAT SHOULD I DO ONCE THE LATENT PHASE OF LABOUR BEGINS? 
If you think your labour is starting then you may want to seek advice from your 
midwife. You can ring the hospital at any time on any of the following numbers for 
support and advice from a midwife. 
 
Worcestershire Royal Hospital 
01905 733196 
 
Details of your call and the advice that you receive, will be recorded in case you ring 
back with another query. You can ring back at any time of the day or night whenever 
you need further advice. 
 
HOW CAN I HELP MYSELF? 
There are many ways of helping yourself to cope through these first hours of the latent 
phase of labour. 
 
It is important to try and remain relaxed. Keep your breathing deep, steady and slow 
during a contraction. This will prevent you from using extra energy. Once the 
contraction is wearing off, close your eyes and allow your body to rest before the next 
one. 
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Take a warm bath or shower, at regular intervals. You will find the warmth of the water 
soothing and relaxing. 
 
You may want to call your birthing partner for added support during this time. He/she 
will give you support and reassurance to help reduce your anxiety. It will be helpful if 
your partner massages your back to help with any backache and help you to relax and 
support you in any alternative positions that you may adopt. Your birthing partner can 
also make other family members aware of the latent phase of labour and encourage 
them to give support. 
 
It is also important to remain active without exhausting yourself during this time. Take 
a walk out with your partner, stopping if you need to during a contraction. Remaining 
upright will assist gravity and help your baby to descend into the pelvis. Rocking your 
pelvis and swaying your hips can also assist you. If you have access to a birthing ball, 
use it regularly as this too can alleviate any discomfort. 
 
THE LATENT PHASE OF LABOUR 
Working out whether you are in the early stages of labour or not, can be very 
confusing for you. This leaflet has been produced to help you and give you the 
confidence in yourself and in what is happening to you and your baby. 
 
Remember that every woman’s labour is different and sometimes it can take a long 
time, this is perfectly normal. 
 
If you think you are in the early stages of labour, the main thing to remember is to stay 
calm and relaxed. 
 
This leaflet will answer some of your questions and give you lots of suggestions to 
help you through the early part of your labour. 
 
WHAT ARE BRAXTON HICKS CONTRACTIONS? 
Braxton Hicks can occur all through the late stages of your pregnancy. They are the 
tightening of the muscle of the uterus which last for 30 – 60 seconds and may be 
several times an hour, several times a day. 
 
HOW CAN I TELL THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN BRAXTON HICKS AND REAL 
LABOUR CONTRACTIONS? 
Labour contractions are noticeably longer, more regular, increase in frequency and are 

generally more painful than Braxton Hicks contractions. 
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WHAT ARE THE 3 DIFFERENT STAGES OF LABOUR? 
1. The first part of your labour is when the neck of the womb (cervix) opens to 10 

centimetres. 
2. The second part of your labour is when the baby moves down through the vagina 

and is born. 
3. The third part is when the afterbirth (placenta) is delivered. 
 
WHEN SHOULD I GO INTO HOSPITAL? 
If you have tried all of the above suggestions and your contractions are now regular 
and painful, you may want to ring the hospital again. The midwife will advise you 
depending on the information that you give.  
 
If you are invited to go into the hospital then take a bag with you. However, if labour 
has not yet established you may be asked to return home. This decision will be based 
on the findings of a thorough examination and based on research that suggests that 
labour wards are not the appropriate environment for women who are in the latent 
phase of labour. We hope that this leaflet will have prepared you for the onset of 
labour and help you to be more relaxed and less fearful of the onset of labour. If you 
have any further concerns or questions, do not hesitate to contact: 
 
Worcestershire Royal Hospital 
01905 733196 
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Patient Experience 
Being admitted to hospital can be a worrying and unsettling time. If you have any 
concerns or questions you should speak to a member of staff in the ward or department 
who will do their best to reassure you. If you are not happy with their response, you can 
ask to speak to someone in charge.  
Patient Advice and Liaison Service (PALS) 

Our PALS staff will provide advice and can liaise with staff on your behalf if you feel you 

are unable to do so. They will also advise you what to do if your concerns have not 

been addressed. If you wish to discuss making a formal complaint PALS can provide 

information on how to do this. Telephone: 0300 123 1732. Monday to Thursday 8.30am 

to 4.30pm. Friday 8.30am to 4pm. An answerphone operates outside office hours. Or 

email us at: wah-tr.PET@nhs.net 

Feedback 

Feedback helps us highlight good practice and where we need to improve. There are 

lots of ways you can give feedback including completing a Friends and Family Test card 

or undertaking a survey. For further information please speak to a member of staff, see 

our Patient Experience leaflet or visit 

www.worcsacute.nhs.uk/contact-us  

If you would like this leaflet in an alternative language or format, such as audio or 

braille, please ask a member of staff. 

Polish 

Jeżeli są Państwo zainteresowani otrzymaniem niniejszej ulotki w innej wersji językowej 

lub formacie, prosimy zwrócić się w tej sprawie do członka naszego personelu.  

Bengali 

আপনি যনি এই নিফলিটটি অিয ভাষায় বা ফর্ম্যালট পপলে চাি পযর্মি, অনিও বা পেইি োহলি অিুগ্রহ কলে 

সিসয বা কর্মীলিেলক ো জািাি। 
Urdu 

اگر اس کتابچہ کو آپ کسی متبادل زبان یا ہیئت جیسے آڈیو یا بریل میں چاہتے ہیں، تو برائے کرم اسٹاف رکن 

 سےمانگیں۔

Romanian  

Pentru a obține această broșură  în altă limbă sau în alt format fie audio sau limbajul 

Braille, vă rugăm să apelați  la un membru al personalului.  

Portuguese 

Caso deseje este folheto numa língua ou formato alternativos, tal como ficheiro áudio 

ou em Braille, por favor dirija-se a um dos nossos funcionários.  

Chinese(Mandarin)  

如果您想要本手册的替代语言或格式的版本，如音频或盲文，请向工作人员咨询 
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